In 1381, all over England, the labouring classes rose in revolt. They attacked lawyers, abbots, tax-collectors, and royal commissioners; they burned title-deeds and manor rolls, broke open jails and liberated prisoners, occupied Canterbury, St. Albans, St. Edmundsbury, and Norwich, and marched on London. In the home counties, the leaders were Wat Tyler, Jack Straw, and John Ball, a priest who had preached equality of serf and lord for over twenty If we were modern undergraduates in history taking a course on the Peasants' Revolt of 1381, we would study its social, economic and political contexts, its causes, events, and effects. We would interpret the primary source materials -from the chronicles of Froissart,
Walsingham, Knighton, and Holinshed, and the literary works of Gower and Langland, to annals, manorial records, and the Rolls of Parliament. We would consider the problems associated with their use, and engage with the historiographical debates that have long raged over this symbolic moment in English history. Was the Revolt caused by high taxation, by the propaganda of religious radicals, or by the landlords' and government's economic repression after the Black Death? How does one deal with the striking differences of "fact" in the many contemporary accounts of the event? We would be referred to a number of modern studies of the demographics of medieval peasant society, the standards of living, the Black Death, and agrarian history. If we did some research on our own we would find a whole wealth of secondary literature on the topic.
If we were Victorians, rather than twenty-first century undergraduates, the description just given would still hold in all of its details. The range of sources and the virulence of historiographical debate were effectively the same; the variety of ideologically-inflected interpretations and the corresponding printed output was, if anything, greater. A Victorian interested in the Peasants' Revolt could consult scholarly editions of primary sources, footnoted academic treatises or popular children's histories, illustrated historical romances, cheap political pamphlets, or expensive private-press objets d'art. The material heterogeneity mirrored an ideological one: the interpretation of the Peasants' Revolt was a battleground for Anglicans and Catholics, for Liberals, Tories, and socialists. Each retelling: fictional or historical, academic or popular, supposedly neutral or avowedly partisan, presented a different version of the event. No two agreed on all the facts, let alone on the placement of political emphases, or the analysis of causes and effects. There was no consensus even on the basic elements of the historical narrative, such as the identity of the leader of the Revolt Wat Tyler, the religious affiliation of its ideologue, the priest John Ball, or the rebels' actions and demands. According to Bishop Stubbs's monumental Constitutional History of England, there were at least five different Tylers mentioned in the primary documents, and whether an author chose to identify the Tyler of Dartford who killed a tax-collector for insulting his daughter with the Tyler who led the rebels to London spoke volumes about his view of the causes of the Revolt. As for John Ball, he was alternately a "mendicant friar," or a "parochial chaplain" at odds with the friars, a "poor," "hedge," or "russet" priest of Wyclif's, or an anti-Lollard preacher (Egan 795; Maurice 143; Stubbs; Green; Rogers; Leatham; Morris; Henty) . Those who followed Froissart said he came from Kent, those who read Walsingham asserted that he operated chiefly in Essex.
1 John Ball's famous speech was usually taken verbatim from Froissart; Walsingham's more extreme version, which had Ball call for the murder of all lords and lawyers, was very rarely cited.
On the other hand, the claim that the rebels routinely murdered lawyers on their way to
London was taken at face value by a large proportion of commentators, while the rest dismissed it as an exaggeration on the part of prejudiced chroniclers. Some blamed the peasants for the persecution of the Flemish merchants, others insisted that it was the citizens of London and not the well-behaved insurgents who were taking revenge on their trade rivals.
Some, referring to the alleged testimony of captured rebel leaders, asserted that they planned to abolish feudalism and create a Cromwellian-style dictatorship; others maintained that their demands were mild and respectable, entirely in line with the values of liberty and property dear to the middle-class heart. 
Publishing Primary Sources
The medieval chronicles were also reprinted regularly, but this did nothing to stem the proliferation of interpretations, as can be seen when one compares the various editions of 
Interpreting Format
It goes without saying that when dealing with the wealth of secondary accounts, it pays -as with the primary ones --to begin with the details of publication. Before one reads a single word, the title page, the textual apparatus, and the material form of the book already signal its interpretative angle. The ideological slant of a thick volume by William Stubbs --a Regius
Professor of History published by the Clarendon Press in Oxford --will not be that of a onepenny pamphlet composed by the socialist propagandist James Leatham and issued by the Twentieth Century Press in London --the house press of the Marxist Social Democratic
Federation. This much a reader may guess merely from glancing at the covers, and when she comes to the texts themselves, her assumptions will be confirmed. In the former case she will read that John Ball spread "through the country perverted social views in the guise of religion" (Stubbs 2: 473) . The phrase is not only an expression of Stubbs's own Toryism, but a direct translation --as one would expect from an editor of the Rolls Series and a professional historian published by a university press --of the chroniclers' exact words (Walsingham and Knighton: "perverted doctrine" (perversa dogmata)). 6 From James
Leatham, on the contrary, she will learn that Ball was a "popular preacher" of "communistic doctrines" based on the "practice of the early Christians" (4, 16) . This, again, is not just evidence of the author's own political allegiances, but an opinion plainly garnered from the more accessible secondary accounts of J. R. Green, James Thorold Rogers, and William
Morris, which enjoyed a wide currency in the socialist movement, and which all insisted on the socialistic nature of the priest's propaganda. Reynolds's Miscellany and the London Journal. Egan's "gallant" hero Wat Tyler wants to "effect a grand moral revolution," and delivers rousing page-long speeches full of popular radical sentiment in favour of parliamentary representation and equality before the law, and against an oppressive and unjust "aristocracy … high in toryism." "Merry England," says Jack Straw at the end of the universal jubilation that greets Tyler's decision to lead the uprising, "shall once again be the merry happy place she was ere these grasping heartless nobles turned it from a paradise to a vale of misery" (817, 794, 802 God be praised that the temptation has never been ours … to head a rebellion. Whatever the provocation, whatever the justification, it is a fearful condition that state of rebellion. Henceforth we can no longer feel for poor Wat. He appears before us in history as the desperate insurgent, drunk with success, and not desirous of peace. Alas for the day and shame on the deed which changed the peaceful tiler of Dartford into a shedder of blood, a fierce rebel; and then a bleeding and despised corpse, lying like a dead dog in Smithfield!
That such words should be found in a book advertising "Historical Tales Illustrating the Chief Events in Ecclesiastical History," written "upon sound Church principles," is hardly surprising (Heygate 2) . Indeed, the front and back advertising pages give particularly good clues to the historical biases of the narrative to be found between them. will take the side of the nobles or the peasants, whether the medieval rebels will be cast as incipient Liberals, Chartists, democrats, or communists, a disorganised foolish mob led by rabble-rousing traitors to King and Country or an army of liberation moved by a common will to the abolition of feudalism and the establishment of a new and better society, may in some cases be guessed from the bibliographical data alone.
The Limits of Extrapolation
But information about the publisher, the price, and the intended market cannot always reveal the interpretative agenda of the author; sometimes it may be positively misleading. The Rev.
Heygate's 1860 novella cost only a shilling in paper covers; while thirty years later the Tyler. The latter fifty-five-part romance might have invented an entirely fictional biography for its hero, and embellished and contradicted the chronicles at vital points in the narrative, but it still headed each chapter with epigraphs from both primary and secondary sources.
This was, according to Rosemary Mitchell, "typical of the contemporary 'footnote novel' … which merged history and fiction, sometimes with a manifestedly didactic intention" (85).
Similar trappings of erudition, intended to help readers suspend their disbelief by creating a show of authenticity, were also common in the historical romances of the late nineteenth century. The persistence of scholarly accoutrements in fiction from Walter Scott's time to Rider Haggard's is yet another sign, if one were needed, that the format conventions of the popular and the professional were very permeable indeed.
Approaches to Illustration
So far we have looked at sources, editions, publishers, and he enclosed only the pages on "How Serfdom Ended" -these were the "parts which Com
Barnsley himself thought would be of the greatest interest to us," and the only ones he had time to type. "The method of presentation is unusual and some Schools may be able to use it in preference to the more orthodox way of presenting History." But reproduction was a problem: printing the number they were "likely to require" was "too expensive," while One can see how a Victorian generation of political, popular, and academic historical texts was kept alive in the twentieth century by being fed into one particular branch of socialist educational provision. Examples like this could be multiplied: one could, for instance, investigate the presentation of the Revolt in the historical-summary sections of mass-produced Board School readers for working-class children. The same child might easily have ended up reading the official account on Monday and the socialist one on Sunday -in The Child's Socialist Reader, for instance, which included a chapter about "The Peasants' Revolt" that left no doubt about the desired interpretation. 13 The Peasants' Revolt appeared at all levels of historical production: from the most amateur to the most professional, from the most popular to the most esoteric, and in all possible guises from cheap romance to academic monograph. A lot more could be said about its reception among students, workers, politicians, writers, and dons, 14 but one thing is certain, to read the Revolt in the nineteenth century was to become part of an ongoing project of historical reconstruction.
